Exploring young people's beliefs and images about sun safety by White, Katherine et al.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
QUT Digital Repository:  
http://eprints.qut.edu.au/ 
White, Katherine M. and Robinson, Natalie G. and Young, Ross McD. and Anderson, 
Peter J. and Hyde, Melissa K. and Greenbank, Susan and Keane, Julie and Rolfe, Toni 
and Vardon, Paul and Baskerville, Debra (2008) Exploring young people’s beliefs and 
images about sun safety. Youth Studies Australia, 27(4). pp. 43-49. 
 
          © Copyright 2008 Australian Clearinghouse for Youth Studies 
Sun Safety 1 
 
Running head: SUN SAFETY BELIEFS AND IMAGES 
 
Exploring Young People’s Beliefs and Images About Sun Safety 
 
White, K. M.1, Robinson, N. G.1, Young, R. McD.1, Anderson, P.J. 1, Hyde, M. K.1, 
Greenbank, S.2, Keane, J. 3, Rolfe, T. 3, Vardon, P.3, & Baskerville, D.4  
 
 
1 School of Psychology and Counselling, Queensland University of Technology (QUT), 
Brisbane, 4001, Australia. 
2    Queensland Cancer Fund, 553 Gregory Tce, Fortitude Valley, Brisbane, 4006, Australia.  
3    Queensland Health, 147-163 Charlotte St, City, Brisbane, 4000, Australia. 
4  Somerville House, 17 Graham St, South Brisbane, Brisbane, 4101, Australia. 
 
 
Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Katherine M. White, School of 
Psychology and Counselling, Queensland University of Technology, Brisbane, Queensland, 
4001, Australia. Telephone: +61 7 3138 4689. Fax: +61 7 3138 4660.  
Email: km.white@qut.edu.au. 
 
Katherine M. White, BA (Hons), PhD., is a Senior Lecturer at Queensland University of 
Technology, Brisbane, Australia. 
Natalie G. Robinson, B. Soc. Sci. (Psychology), PhD., is a postdoctoral research fellow at 
Queensland University of Technology, Brisbane, Australia. 
Ross McD. Young, BSc (Hons), MSc Dip. Clin. Psych., PhD., MAPS, is Executive Director 
of the Institute of Health and Biomedical Innovation at Queensland University of Technology, 
Brisbane, Australia. 
Peter J. Anderson, B Human Movement Studies (Education), Grad. Dip. Health Science 
(Health Education), PhD., is a Lecturer at Queensland University of Technology, Brisbane, 
Australia. 
Melissa K. Hyde, B.Psych (Hons), is a doctoral student at Queensland University of 
Technology, Brisbane, Australia. 
Susan Greenbank, B App. Sci. (Health Promotion/Psychology), is the Manager of the 
Prevention & Early Detection Unit at Queensland Cancer Fund, Brisbane, Australia. 
Julie Keane, B.Health Science (Public Health), Dip. Man, is a Senior Project Officer at 
Queensland Health, Brisbane, Australia. 
Toni Rolfe, B.Health Science (Public Health), Grad Dip of Communications (Public 
Relations), is a Senior Project Officer at Queensland Health, Brisbane, Australia. 
Paul Vardon, B.Nursing; Grad Dip (Health Promotion), Masters of Public Health, is a 
Principal Project Officer at Queensland Health, Brisbane, Australia. 
Debra Baskerville, Dip. T, Grad.Dip.Spec.Ed., is Head of the Health and Physical Education 
Department at Somerville House, Brisbane, Australia.  
Sun Safety 2 
 
Acknowledgements 
We acknowledge Queensland Health for commissioning and funding this research. We thank 
Christine Taylor, Sabrina Ostowari and Erin O’Connor, Big W variety store staff, and the 
Principals, Deputy Principals, teachers and other school staff for their assistance with data 
collection. 
Sun Safety 3 
 
Abstract 
To understand young people’s low levels of sun protection behaviour, 145 young people (12–
20 years) were recruited from Queensland to participate in a one-hour focus group where they 
discussed issues related to sun protection and images of tanned and non-tanned people. 
Responses were content analysed to identify common sun protection beliefs and perceptions. 
Key barriers and motivators for sun protection were identified. Despite young people’s 
awareness of the advantages of sun protection, health promotion efforts still need to focus on 
not only reducing beliefs about the costs of performing sun protection but also on decreasing 
the positive view of tanned images among youth.  
 
Keywords: skin cancer, sun safety, youth, tanning, Theory of Planned Behaviour. 
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Despite reported decreases in the rates of melanoma incidence among youth, 
melanoma remains the most common cancer affecting young people in Australia (Australian 
Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW) 2007). High sun exposure is of particular concern for 
this age group as young people spend more time outdoors in the sun, and perform fewer sun 
protective behaviours than other age groups (Hill & Boulter 2002; Mermelstein & Riesenberg 
1992). It is, therefore, particularly important to understand the commonly held beliefs that 
underlie the (lack of) sun protection behaviour in this age group. 
Young people are also more concerned about appearance and more influenced by 
fashion and media portrayals of attractiveness than other age groups. Historically, the fashion 
industry has alternated between perpetuating the image of a suntan as attractive and healthy 
(Chapman, Marks & King 1992; Keesling & Friedman 1987; Leary & Jones 1993) and the 
inclusion of both extremes of pale and tanned models as fashionable. A recent return to the 
more frequent use of models with moderate to dark tans has been noted (Dixon et al. 2008). It 
is, therefore, important to understand young people’s views of tanned and non-tanned people 
and explore how these views are associated with their decisions related to sun safety. 
A well-known model that has been used to explore the important beliefs and attitudes 
about a behaviour is the Theory of Planned Behaviour (Ajzen 1991), which has been utilised 
previously in the sun safety context (Hillhouse et al. 1997; Terry & Hogg 1996). This theory 
states that a person’s intention to perform a behaviour is the most immediate determinant of 
actual behaviour. Intentions are determined by attitude (positive or negative evaluation of 
performing a behaviour), subjective norm (perceived social pressure to perform or not 
perform a behaviour), and perceived behavioural control (perceived ease or difficulty of 
performing a behaviour, also believed to impact on behaviour directly). 
An important feature of the Theory of Planned Behaviour is the belief basis 
underlying attitudes, subjective norm, and perceived behavioural control. Attitudes are 
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conceptualised as being influenced by beliefs concerning the consequences of the behaviour 
(attitudinal beliefs) with subjective norm determined by the perceived expectations of specific 
individuals and groups (normative beliefs). Perceived behavioural control is considered to 
reflect people’s beliefs about the factors that may interfere with (barriers) or facilitate 
(motivators) behavioural performance (control beliefs). 
A Theory of Planned Behaviour approach has been used successfully to improve our 
understanding of beliefs about various health-related behaviours including safer sex among 
undergraduate students (White, Terry & Hogg 1994), binge drinking among younger women 
(Johnston & White 2004) and sun safety in younger people (Robinson et al. 2008). The belief 
basis of the Theory of Planned Behaviour is the focus of the present study. 
Previous research about sun exposure and skin protective behaviours has provided 
support for a qualitative approach in this area (Jones, Harris & Chrispin 2000; Lupton & 
Gaffney 1996; Murray & Turner 2004; Peattie 2002). However, there are few recent studies 
that use a qualitative approach to explore young Australians’ beliefs about sun safety, 
particularly in relation to current views about tanned and non-tanned people. We chose a 
focus group methodology for this study as sun protection is often group-based and a 
behaviour that is guided by the actions of others (e.g. parents, teachers, friends). 
The use of focus groups encourages discussion of socially shared views (Krueger 
1994; Wilkinson 1998). We had four main research questions: 
1. What do young people think are the advantages and disadvantages of different types 
of sun protection behaviours? 
2. Who do young people think are the individuals or groups of people who would 
approve and disapprove of sun protection behaviours? 
3. What are the barriers that young people think prevent sun protection behaviours and 
the motivators that encourage sun protection behaviours? 
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4. How do young people describe the characteristics of people who do and do not have 
a tan? 
Method 
Participants  
 We used a purposive sampling strategy to obtain participants of both genders, in the 
age range of 12 to 20 years, from different geographical locations (metropolitan and regional) 
in Queensland, which is the Australian state with the highest incidence rate of melanoma 
(AIHW & Australasian Association of Cancer Registries 2007). We recruited participants 
from both school and workplace contexts. The total sample consisted of 145 mostly (self 
identified) Caucasian adolescents and young adults (53 males and 92 females; mean age = 
15.6 years, SD = 2.0 years). 
 A total of 22 focus groups, ranging in size from two to 11 participants, were held 
during the months of August to December 2005. There was some variation in the composition 
of focus groups in terms of age, gender and focus group size based on the availability of 
participants. School students (n = 99) recruited from one same-sex and three mixed-sex 
schools (comprising both state and independent schools) participated in focus groups during 
school time and were offered no incentive to participate. University students (n = 26) were 
recruited from a large metropolitan university via a university notice board with some 
students receiving partial course credit for participation. Non-student participants were 
recruited from a local variety store via staff notice boards (n = 6), a convenience sampling 
method (n = 4) and via a recruitment agency (n = 10) and were offered an incentive for 
participation ($20 for the variety store and convenience sample, $50 for the recruitment 
agency sample). While it is difficult to determine the full impact that a difference in 
incentives offered may have had on participation in the focus groups, facilitators noted that 
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the experience of participating in focus groups appeared sufficiently similar for all 
participants.  
Procedure  
 Ethical clearance was granted from the Queensland University of Technology’s 
Human Research Ethics Committee and Education Queensland. Participants were provided 
with an information sheet explaining the voluntary nature of participation and the right to 
withdraw from the study at any time without penalty. Participants gave consent for their 
responses to be audio-recorded. Participants were assured that all verbal responses would be 
confidential and de-identified.  
 Each one-hour focus group session was guided by a series of semi-structured 
questions (Appendix A) designed to identify important beliefs about sun safety and views 
about tanned and non-tanned people (Ajzen & Fishbein 1980). As a starting point, 
participants stated behaviours they commonly associated with sun safety. Informed by a 
Theory of Planned Behaviour framework, participants then discussed: 
• advantages and disadvantages of performing common sun safety behaviours 
(attitudinal beliefs);  
• people or groups who would approve or disapprove of participants using sun 
protection (normative beliefs); 
• barriers and motivators to performing sun protective behaviours (control beliefs). 
 To explore views about the images of tanned and non-tanned people among youth, 
participants also discussed the characteristics of people who do and do not have a tan. 
Data analysis 
 Discussions were audio-recorded and transcribed. Transcripts were then content 
analysed to identify the most common beliefs and perceptions (Joffe & Yardley 2004). 
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Transcripts were coded according to the belief-based framework of the Theory of Planned 
Behaviour. As new beliefs emerged in the focus groups, transcripts were re-coded to 
incorporate these additions and this process continued until no new beliefs emerged. By the 
final focus group session, we had obtained a broad range of responses and had reached 
theoretical saturation as no new beliefs were emerging (Krueger 1994). To protect their 
anonymity in the descriptions below, participants are identified only by their gender. 
Results and Discussion 
 Responses that were reported by four or more participants were included in analyses. 
To ensure participants were aware of the range of potential sun-protective measures, 
participants were asked which behaviours they associate with sun safety. Participants reported 
protecting themselves from the sun by applying sunscreen, wearing a hat, wearing long-
sleeved shirts, seeking shade or staying indoors, wearing other protective clothing such as 
rash vests, and wearing sunglasses. Participants were requested to keep these behaviours in 
mind when discussing advantages and disadvantages, referents, and barriers and motivators 
related to sun safety. 
Advantages and Disadvantages of Performing Sun Safety Behaviours 
 Participants’ awareness of sun protection behaviours appeared to be high as they 
reported a number of relevant sun safety behaviours. In addition, most participants readily 
stated the advantage of all forms of sun protection in reducing skin cancer risk and sunburn. 
Participants were, however, more likely to associate sun safety behaviours with negative, 
rather than positive beliefs. A large proportion of participants focused on the disadvantages of 
sun protection. These disadvantages included sun protection being uncomfortable, looking 
unfashionable, and being inappropriate for certain environments. For instance:  
It’s [sunscreen] just not comfortable it gets all oily and sweaty. (Female) 
[Hats] You can’t swim with them. (Male) 
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It’s too hot to wear long sleeves because then you sweat and it looks really bad … the 
way it looks … people think, “Eew”. (Female) 
 It should be noted, however, that wearing a hat and sunglasses were frequently 
associated both with the advantage of looking fashionable and with the disadvantage of 
looking unfashionable. Furthermore, some participants also stated that an advantage of using 
one form of sun protection (e.g. shade) was that it allowed them to avoid the use of another 
(e.g. sunscreen). Other disadvantages commonly raised included needing to constantly re-
apply sunscreen and having to regularly replace broken sunglasses. This focus on the 
disadvantages rather than the advantages of sun protection suggests that the negative 
associations with performing sun safety behaviours are more prevalent. A more equal number 
of advantages and disadvantages of using shade were discussed. In contrast to the other sun 
safety behaviours, seeking shade appeared to be the only sun protective measure considered to 
be comfortable by participants.  
Shade is a good place to hang out with friends and talk and eat chocolate; we do that 
a lot. (Female) 
 Although considered to be a relatively comfortable sun protection alternative, the 
disadvantages of shade were that it did not serve as a permanent sun protective measure and 
that it was not always provided in a convenient location. Given that, in general, the 
disadvantages of performing sun safe behaviours were more prominent than the advantages, it 
may be most beneficial for health professionals to engage participants in a cost-benefit 
analysis. A cost-benefit analysis would involve encouraging people to shift from focusing on 
the disadvantages of sun protection to considering sun protection options that do not involve 
substantial costs for the individual.  
Important People/Groups Associated With Performing Sun Safety Behaviours 
Sun Safety 10 
 
 Participants stated that the important people and groups approving of sun protection 
included parents, other family members, health care professionals and organisations, close 
friends, teachers or work supervisors, other friends, sports mates and coaches. Parents and 
other family members were perceived as the most likely to approve of performing sun safety 
behaviours. As one participant stated:  
Mum says, “make sure you put sunscreen on”, I swear six times, I’m like, “I heard 
you the first time”, “Yes, but did you listen”? (Female) 
 People and groups disapproving of sun protection included other friends and peers, 
siblings and fathers. Other friends and siblings were discussed as the most likely to 
disapprove of sun protection behaviour, demonstrated by the following comment: “You might 
get paid out [by friends] for wearing a sun shirt” (Female). The disapproval of other friends 
suggests that it is important to encourage the belief that other friends would approve, rather 
than disapprove, of sun protection behaviours. This could be achieved by using strategies 
such as encouraging sun protection checking behaviours among friends, such as putting on 
sunscreen, before they go out in the sun.  
 Participants also discussed which groups of people they compared themselves to when 
they thought about sun safety behaviours. These groups of people included celebrities and 
models, other family members, people with a tan, friends/peers, parents, and people with sun 
damage. Celebrities and models were commonly raised as a relevant group of people that 
participants associated most with sun safety performance or non-performance, with 
participants emphasising the exposure to tanned models in the media. For example: 
That’s such a huge thing, so many people look up to them [celebrities] and well 
they’re so tanned … I have to be like that and I’ll be rich and everything. (Female) 
 This finding suggests that adolescents and young adults are likely to be influenced by 
media representations of whether it is fashionable or acceptable to be tanned or pale. Further, 
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given the role of celebrities and models as an important comparison group, using celebrities 
and models to promote the use of sun protection is likely to be useful. For personal contacts, 
the important groups participants compared themselves with were family members other than 
parents (e.g. siblings). Friends and peers also appeared to influence participants’ sun safety 
decisions related to desiring a tan. Comments included: 
My Grandad had melanoma and my Mum had melanoma, that’s made me more aware 
of not burning. (Female) 
Your Mum might say, “Here take this sunscreen”, but when you get to the beach, and 
your friends say “No … stuff sunscreen”, you’re not going to say, “Well can you put it 
on me?”. (Female) 
If friends make jokes about it, if you’re pale or pasty, you’ll obviously want to have a 
tan. (Female) 
 Overall, the fact that participants report being influenced by both personal contacts 
(family, friends) and more distant sources of influence (celebrities, tanned people) suggests 
that an effective approach for promoting sun safety behaviours would be to target the 
perceived approval of a range of important people and groups. 
Barriers and Motivators for Performing Sun Safety Behaviours 
 Barriers preventing sun protection included: sun protection being unavailable or too 
expensive, laziness, and people thinking that they won’t be out in the sun. The two key 
barriers were being too busy and forgetting, which suggests that it may be beneficial to have 
reminders encouraging sun safety behaviours. Comments included: 
You don’t want to be the only one standing around putting on sunscreen when 
everyone else is already in the water. (Female) 
Generally, we’re forgetting or being a bit complacent ... re-applying sunscreen, I put 
it on once and think I’m invincible for the rest of the day. (Female) 
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 Motivating factors encouraging sun protection behaviours included: more fashionable 
hats and sun protective clothing, having sunscreen stations at the beach/school/university or 
work, and having cheaper sun protection products. Participants most commonly reported that 
advertisements would encourage sun safety, with comments such as:  
Ads that show what happens to your skin when you get burnt and saying you can die 
of skin cancer. (Female) 
Have a song or slogan in your head to help you remember. (Male) 
 Other motivators were user-friendly sunscreens and meeting skin cancer sufferers. 
As one participant commented: 
If people came up to me and said I had skin cancer and you’re better off using 
sunscreen, that it’s not good and that you should use sunscreen, then I probably 
would. (Male) 
 To develop effective strategies to increase sun protection, health professionals should 
continue to monitor consumer preferences and create user-friendly sunscreen. In addition, 
agencies should consider designing advertisements to incorporate the stories of those with 
skin cancer (particularly young people with skin cancer). 
Perceptions about Tanned and Non-tanned People 
 A further aim of this study was to understand the current beliefs that young people 
have about tanned and non-tanned people, given the media trends of representation of both 
pale and tanned images. Participants were more likely to state positive, rather than negative, 
perceptions of the typical person with a tan. The stated perceptions included: image 
conscious, outgoing, unintelligent, healthy, cool, relaxed and popular. The most common 
descriptions of a typical person with a tan were sexually attractive, fit and archetypically 
Australian. For instance: 
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[A person who has a tan] is probably more successful in the hunting market, so to 
speak. (Male) 
[Tanned people] they’re the Aussie tan type, it’s kind of a national thing. (Female) 
 In contrast to comments about tanned people, participants’ descriptions of the typical 
person who does not have a tan (i.e. a pale person) were mixed and more negative. These 
descriptions included a pale person as being: not relaxed, uncool, unhealthy and shy. Overall, 
the typical pale person was most commonly described as intelligent but unattractive. For 
example: 
[A pale person] is one of those people who sit in front of a desk all day. (Male)  
It’s all right for a girl not to have a tan, but not all right for a guy not to. White can be 
beautiful for girls, it’s seen as feminine, but with boys it’s ugly. (Female) 
 As noted in other research (Mahler et al. 2003), it may be beneficial to focus more on 
the negative perceptions of people who deliberately tan (e.g. image conscious) and the 
positive perceptions of people without a tan (e.g. intelligent). This approach may help to 
increase the acceptability of being naturally pale.  
 Overall, from a Theory of Planned Behaviour framework, the results of this research 
provide a current picture of younger Australians’ beliefs about sun safety. Participants noted 
advantages of using sun protection (e.g. reducing skin cancer and sunburn), but focused 
mainly on the disadvantages (e.g. being uncomfortable and unfashionable). Parents, family 
members and friends were considered to be the most important referents influencing sun 
protection behaviours. In addition, participants compared themselves to celebrities and 
models when they thought about sun protection. 
 Barriers to performing sun protective behaviours included being too busy and 
forgetting. Motivating factors included user-friendly sunscreens. Participants most commonly 
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associated positive images (e.g. healthy, cool and popular) with tanned, rather than non-
tanned people.  
 As part of a Theory of Planned Behaviour framework, these common beliefs can be 
used to inform future interventions to encourage increased sun protection behaviour. Despite 
its strengths, the findings of this research should be considered in light of the study’s 
limitations. These include the sample composition of primarily Caucasian participants with 
fewer males than females. There was also a variation in the size of the different focus groups; 
importantly, however, no differences were identified in the content of beliefs according to 
group size. 
 Based on the findings of the present study, young Australians should be encouraged to 
adopt sun safe behaviours that involve the least costs for themselves. Strategies should focus 
on the belief that family, friends/peers, and celebrities and models would want them to 
perform sun protection behaviours. Strategies should also target barriers related to 
convenience and forgetting in order to motivate young people to use sun protection. Finally, it 
would be beneficial if sun safe initiatives included strategies to address young people’s 
negative perceptions about naturally pale skin.  
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Appendix A 
Questions discussed in focus groups 
1. What behaviours do you associate with sun safety? 
2. For each sun protective behaviour identified by participants: What are the advantages 
that come to mind about this behaviour?  What are the disadvantages that come to 
mind about this behaviour?  Tell me what else you think of this behaviour? 
3. Who are the people (or groups of people) important to you who would approve of you 
engaging in sun protective behaviours? Who are the people (or groups of people) 
important to you who would disapprove of you engaging in sun protective behaviours? 
Are there any other people (or groups of people) who might have an opinion about 
you engaging in sun protective behaviours?  
4. What might stop you or discourage you from performing sun protective behaviours? 
What might help or encourage you to perform sun protective behaviours? 
5. Think about the typical person who has a tan. What words can you think of that might 
describe a person who has a tan? Think about the typical person who does not have a 
tan. What words can you think of that might describe a person who does not have a tan 
(i.e., is pale)? 
 
 
 
 
 
